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tor, Santa Anna's cavalry arrived" in Bexar. Upon arriving, Santa Anna orders the men in the Alamo to surrender. Unwilling to do so, Travis answers with a canon shot aimed at the Mexican forces. "One hundred fifty valiant volunteers against the dictator's trained brigades. The siege had begun."
The men at the Alamo begin the battle alone. No help is delivered, although it is requested, as the battle carries on for thirteen days. Bowie, sick and bedridden, passes the full command of the Alamo forces to Travis. The narrator declares:
According to legend, Travis drew a line on the ground with his sword, offering every man a choice to remain or save his life. According to the legend, only one man fled. History records that 187 remained to die.
After twelve days of fighting, Santa Anna, on the morning of 6 March, sounds the deguello, the Mexican bugle melody that announces "that no prisoners will be taken, no quarter will be given."
As the Mexicans begin their attack, Travis gives the order, "The Mexicans are upon us. Give them hell!"
The Texans fight bravely, pushing back two assaults on the Alamo. The third assault breaks the Texans' forces and the Mexicans soon reach the inner fortress of the old mission. Travis falls holding his sword, Crockett dies fighting in the plaza, and Bowie, still bedridden, fights with his pistol and knife in his hand. All the defenders are killed.
The battle of the Alamo was not in vain, for Santa Anna's army is tattered and needs weeks to recuperate from this victory. Less than six weeks later, Sam Houston's army defeats Santa Anna's forces at San Jacinto, screaming: "Remember the Alamo! The Alamo! The Alamo! The Alamo!" Through this film-constituted from the semantic force of presence conjoined to the discursive sway of narrative-visitors to the Alamo experience the most extensive portrayal of the 1836 battle. While the Daughters of the Republic of Texas (DRT), the designated custodians of this site, provide a pamphlet entitled, "The Story of the Alamo: Thirteen Fateful Days in 1836" it is less than two pages long and provides only a summary of the battle. The public presentation of the past at the Alamo merits special attention since "the powerful grip of collective cultural memory," as Michael Frisch discusses, must be differentiated from "real people and the processes of history" (1155). Frisch is concerned with the critically imperative need to distinguish memory, and its role in historical imagination, from the movement of history. For my purpose, memory, both singular and collective, serves as a means of authenticating a particular vision of the past; history, quite differently, refers to specific norms and values concerning evidence and interpretation.5 But how does one distinguish the political and ideological undercolor of collective memory at sites of public history when the crafting of such sites works to erase the past?6 It is here that memory-place, as a means of scrutinizing the semantic dimensions of sites of public history, serves a critical interpretive purpose.
In the Alamo film just outlined, the cinematic narrative of the battle is based on a binary division between Texans and Mexicans structured in the following way: Binary structures such as these are useful not because they provide a "map of the real," states Ramon Saldivar (123), but for the kind of foundational principles that give credence to these narratives in the first place. As such, this binary symmetry is not the foundation of historical discourse, where the murky waters of the past are defined by their sheer multiplicity and ambiguity, but the structural features of memory. Following Jacques Le Goff, who defines memory as a particular group's understanding of the past (95), the reading that follows understands memory as mobilized in the service of the group, not as the collection and interpretation of evidence.
In spite of its pretense to historical accuracy, this film is not an historical reconstruction of the "Battle of the Alamo." The film begins by citing the date of 1691 as the year when the first explorers to the area "chanced on the precise spot" where the city of San Antonio now stands. Like all chronotopic devices, following Bakhtin, this opening sentence collapses time and space, historical distance and geographic location, into a unified frame. It bridges the gap between the presence of those first explorers and our own, uniting the historical fates of the observer and the historical actors through the physical place of the Alamo. A series of other dates and historical characters are presented, recalling the chronology of the founding of the mission, the names of those who established it, and its depopulation before becoming a military outpost in the early 1800s. These devices are part of the strong voice of the narrative, mixing dates and places, and offering anecdotal vignettes as proof of its historical authority. The film organizes everything into a single, unified frame that leaves no confusion as to the social and geographic borders that separate Texans from Mexicans.7
Midway through the film, the narrator recounts Travis's action prior to the final siege. The narrator states:
According to legend, Travis drew a line on the ground with his sword, offering every man a choice to remain or save his life. According to the legend, only one man fled. History records that 187 remained to die. This segment is instructive for the way it constructs its own historical authority. By announcing this segment as "legend," the narrator readily admits that fabrications have filtered into the collective story of the Alamo. But in marking this segment as legend, all other aspects of the narrative, including that which is unmarked, are framed as "fact. The narrative thus produces its own authority by claiming to distinguish "legend" from "fact," a statement reinforced through the parallel repetition of the phrase "According to legend . ."
The binary logic of the Alamo narrative is further implicated in the last line of this segment. "One hundred eighty-seven people remained to die." But this figure only takes into account those on the Texas side, clearly qualifying them as the only historical actors who count.
This last line provides another example of how the film constructs its own authoritative stance. The narrator, in a slow, methodical cadence, claims, "History records . . ." Through these words, the narrator represents history as a transcendental subject that keeps track of minute events and details, making them available to the investigative eye of the historian. While the phrase certainly derives from a certain poetic and dramatic license indic-ative of the intended audience, its message is that history, and its representation of the past, is objectively knowable and readable. Because of the interreferentiality between the collective memory of the Alamo and the place itself, the full force of this site can only be experienced ethnographically, which is to say, by one's presence. In keeping with the protocol of public shrines and memorials, patrons are asked to "be silent," and, from the vacuous quiet of the stone walls, this request is readily observed.
Silence is not only an aspect of public protocol-observers moving quietly and reflectively as they slip by artifacts, paintings, and other objects housed in the mission church-but a mediatory code underlying the ambiguous tension between memory and history that anchors meaning in place. As a semantic component of memory, silence is crucial for understanding how places like the Alamo are validated. Andrew Lass argues that the "nation-state's concern for remembrance, or encoding, is paralleled only by its obsession with forgetting, or erasure" (467). Memory is not only forgetful, but, in attempting to preserve the forgotten, it selectively silences those elements that attempt to rupture the quiet. One such example concerns the debate over whether Crockett died in combat during the battle or was executed after being captured at the end. While I agree with Michel-Rolph Trouillot when he claims that "any historical narrative is a bundle of silences" (27), I want to suggest that the silences of memory and history serve different purposes and move in different directions. Here I return to Nora once again. Crucial to his distinction between memory and history is the relationship between space and time. For Nora, memory is attached to sites which are concrete and physical while history is concerned with the fleeting, the fluid, and the processual. This spatial-temporal distinction transfers, for Nora, into absolute and relative fixtures of meaning. As such, memoryplace, through physical and concrete evidence, validates and authenticates without contest a specter of the past, while historyintent on unraveling the temporal movement of the past through sources, archives, and the flow of narrative-is only as solid as the process of narrative production itself.9
Memory needs no validation since it thinks itself complete: ambiguity is dispelled, motives understood, winners and losers clearly marked. History, on the other hand, is noisy: it is open, shifting, changing with the emergence of new evidence, other perspectives and possible interpretations; it is contested, dialogical, open to revision and debate, and as Hans-Georg Gadamer states, "can never be complete" (303).10 History breaks the silence of memory and unlocks its semantic fields. While the silences of history, as Trouillot rightly demonstrates, are linked to the differential exercises of power whose effects reinforce regimes of truth that control the past, the silences of memory anchor the past concretely, naturalizing the social order itself. The silence of history leads to power; the silence of memory creates culture.
The call to silence on the Alamo door resonates with the silences of memory that write the past in a way that leaves no room for ambiguity. The Alamo film functions in the same way. Its binary construction produces winners, losers, tyrants, heroes, Mexicans, and Americans. Any evidence that would gray the picture is silenced by the weight of its structure. While the film makes a slight attempt to portray an unbiased view ("The Mexicans charged with discipline and courage"), its binary configuration-like memory-is closed to such a reading. The silent walls of the Alamo serve to remind us of those who died and shield us from the confusion of history.
The historical account presented to the public at the Alamo-through its binary construction and silent omissionserases a number of critical aspects concerning the Battle of the Alamo. Clearly, public historical accounts suffer from their need to condense and simplify, but such efforts bear a certain responsibility to understand and portray the various complex forces that shaped the past. Public history should open the door to curiosity about the past, not render it conclusive and known. The Alamo, and its historical portrayal, is no different, and numerous historical aspects effaced from the official narrative merit reinscription. To this end I offer other texts and other readings.
In February 1836, General Antonio Lopez de Santa Anna, dictator and president of Mexico, approached the town of San Antonio de Bexar in the province of Coahuila y Tejas for the purpose of enforcing a centralist regime against those who sought to follow the federalist constitution of 1824. The events leading to Santa Anna's northward campaign are critical for understanding the march of 1836. While these events do not change the outcome of the battle, they do underscore the erasures of the public accounts and point in an interpretive direction as to why such silences have occurred.
Mexico gained its independence from Spain in 1821, and, like many postcolonial governments, its search for a political and national identity was forged through factionalized parties. One main source of strife was over political organization and ideology: should Mexico develop as a strong centralist state or as a cohesively structured federalist nation that allowed more autonomy to its member states? Centralists supported special rights for clergy and military personnel long practiced by the Spanish Crown. Furthermore, they argued persuasively for an elite form of control, relegating power to the hacenderos and other select groups over the populous. Federalists were influenced by the recent success of the US, with its separation of power into three branches, as well as the political philosophy of Montesquieu. Finally, an element that seems quite overlooked is the identity of the men who died. The public version of this event provided by the DRT claims that this was a battle between Texans and Mexicans, a categorization that merits special scrutiny since it collapses ethnic and political categories into an ambiguous binary. Ethnically, those who fought on the "Texan" side were anything but a homogeneous lot. There were thirteen native-born Texans in the group, eleven of whom were of Mexican descent. Of those remaining, forty-one of them were born in Europe, two were Jews, two were black, and the remainder were Americans from other states in the US. Intermarriage between AngloAmericans and Mexicans was common, with that of Jim Bowie and Ursula Verimendi, the daughter of the Mexican governor, serving as the closest case at the Alamo. On the Mexican side, Santa Anna's force as well as the local population in Bexar was an amalgamation of former Spanish citizens now Mexican, Spanish-Mexican criollos and mestizos; and Santa Anna had conscripted numerous indigenous young men from the interior of Mexico to assist in battle. Politically, one has only to recognize that this was Mexican territory and "foreigners" were not citizens of Texas but affiliates of the Mexican state. Coupled with this are the presence of European immigrants and the loosely understood notion of US citizenship as well as the fact that many immigrants to Tejas were seeking relief from social and economic problems they faced in their countries of origin. Finally, one cannot forget that prominent Mexican citizens fought on both sides, dividing their allegiance along political and ideological lines rather than according to the ethnically or nationally circumscribed positions popularized at the Alamo.
Silence, History, Power
The film presentation at the Alamo is silent on many of the causes of the 1836 battle and inherently limits the range of meanings, fixing memory (not history) to place. But what is the history of memory-fixed-to-place? Why must memory-and the specter of these hallowed walls-take precedence over history at the Alamo?
The public presentation of history at the Alamo is quite specific about the 1836 battle, but it is silent about its own making within the sociocultural matrix of South Texas history and society. For example, why is it that the Alamo was not historically recognized until the late 1800s? Why is it that the years soon after 1836 saw the Alamo fall into disrepair and physical neglect? Unlike the site where the "Battle of Gettysburg" was fought, the Alamo was not recognized as a memorial immediately after its occurrence.12 This history, of memory-fixed-to-place, is one of power.
The years between 1836 and 1880 were ambivalent years, not only for Texas but the US as well. Between 1836 and 1846 Texas existed as an independent republic but one never recognized by the Mexican state until the signing of the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo in 1848. This treaty was followed by the Civil War, an event that destroyed the illusion of unity and propagated an economic and social agenda that catapulted the US into an emerging capitalist economy. By 1880, the US was ready to tangle with other emerging world nations, a process that required a certain level of introspective national identity construction. The ambivalence that hindered the making of the Alamo until the late nineteenth century is the same ambivalence Homi Bhabha claims "emerges from a growing awareness that . . . the cultural temporality of the nation inscribes a much more transitional social reality" (1). This ambivalence, one we have been "obliged to forget, as Bhabha argues (311) 
Silence, Memory, Culture
The emergence of the Alamo as a place of public history and culture is generated from the memory of fixing a social discourse to a public place. The Alamo film is read as a "true" account because it points to the very "spot" that explorers found, the "real" walls where Texans stood, the "real" church where heroes fell, the "ditches" that Travis chose to defend. The historical narrative at the Alamo is conjoined to the place of the Alamo so as to provide a cohesive, coherent, and closed reading of the events of 1836. In this way, the film indexically maps the contours of the physical structure, forming a sign-vehicle relationship that emerges from and is grounded in its presence.
That the Alamo is a shrine openly admits to its twodimensional construction of the past. But this construction is contradictory: maintained as a shrine and memorial, the Alamo is presented through multiple layers of historical texts that apotheosize, rather than debate, the past. It is a shrine committed to memorializing a past event by authenticating a single version of it. The preservation of stone walls, cannons, and other artifacts, the presence of exhibits, and the film which historically portrays the battle are presented as historical evidence. Such aspects "overcode" the place, so as to enable a reading of it as an historical site. This overcoding is further recognized in the juxtaposition of colonial mission architecture and the modern edifices of San Antonio. The historical markings of the Alamo, however, are not about historical evidence. They are artifacts, displaced from the movement of history, that reinforce a collective memory of Texan superiority. And, like most discourses of this kind, the reproduction of this collective memory, as Le Goff states, informs the present rather than enlightens the past.
The silences found at the Alamo-the way selective discourses of Texans and Mexicans are wedded to the physical place where this historical event occurred-are the makings of culture. This collective representation provides a socializing narrative that discloses the identities of "Texans" and "Mexicans." Such representations mark the contours and bring into relief appropriate moral and ideational values that constitute both the social terrain and one's location in it. Such representations construct, through overlapping systems of signs, the cultural and social map through which social agents find their way to themselves and their place in the world. These collective representations, as social maps, shape the practices and views of those circumscribed by them. Only by disembedding the multiple layers of aggregate signs can we begin to understand the power they wield. As my young classmate demonstrated, the chord of collective memory and identity reproduced at the Alamo is a highly effective form of meaning construction. This forging of memory to place, constructed through the interaction of recollections of the past and physical places, reveals how knowledge of the past is constituted and spatialized in public structures.
In this instance, the inscription of my "mes'kin" social place was amended years later through a politically invoked Chicano sense of self. But what of my "best friend" and the millions of others who visit this Shrine of Texas Liberty each year? Does the image of "treacherous Mexicans" constructed from the emergent memory-place of the Alamo continue to fashion their perceptions, closing their American minds? I suggest it does, for the ability of the Alamo, through its use of memory-place, to wield social identities is a powerfully evocative form of constructing meaning. I do not intend to point a finger at those duped by ideology but to demonstrate that the prescriptive influences of memory-place are but one aspect of the lived experience of hegemony that not only affects those whose identities are so thickly fixed, but also those whose views are so thinly drawn. That one particular memory of the Alamo was fixed to this public place is not an accident of history. Rather, it is an example of how collective memories construct cultural meaning, and, in this case, shape the future of the dominant.
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1. This experience is not mine alone. Edward Tabor Linenthal describes how several Chicano educators he interviewed in San Antonio concerning the Alamo reported how "we learned in third or fourth grade that we killed the Alamo heroes" (526).
2. There are numerous scholars working in this area. Those most useful for this essay are Michael Frisch; Nora; Jacques Le Goff; and Dean MacCannell. 
